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WHO  WILL  TELL  THE  CHILDREN? 

"I  am  reminded  of  your  sincere  faith 3   a 
faith  that  dwelt  first  in  your  grandmother 
Lois  and  your  mother  Eunice  and  nows   I  am 
sure3   dwells  in  you.  II  Timothy   1:5 


We  not  only  experience  life,  we  rate  our  experi- 
ences as  well.   This  a  major  happening,  this  a  minor. 
This  is  important ,  this  quite  commonplace  and  ordi- 
nary.  We  do  the  same  with  history.   Before  some  events 
the  trumpets  sound  and  the  cymbals  clang.  Before  others 
we  stifle  a  yawn  and  move  on. 

I  dare  say  that  at  first  reading  my  text  today 
would  be  rated  "0"  for  ordinary.   "I  am  reminded  of 
your  sincere  faith,  a  faith  that  dwelt  first  in  your 
grandmother  Lois  and  your  mother  Eunice  and  now,  I  am 
sure,  dwells  in  you."  Nothing  stellar  here.   No  daz- 
zling miracle.  No  loud  clashing  of  opposing  forces. 
No  big  names  —  just  "second-stringers"  like  Timothy, 
Eunice  and  Lois.   But  on  second  and  third  readings, 
the  importance  of  what  is  written  here  quietly  shines 
through . 

Here  is  the  under-rated  wonder  of  religious  nur- 
ture at  its  near  best!   Three  generations  old  and  still 
going  strong! 


We  live  in  a  world  of  colossal  problems :   Water- 
gate, the  Middle  East,  South  Africa,  Rhodesia,  Haiti, 
inflation,  arms  control,  over-population,  racism  — 
to  name  a  few. 

In  such  a  world  it  is  tempting  for  Christian  peo- 
ple to  forget  the  home  front  and  plunge  into  one  action 
group  after  another.   In  my  job  hardly  a  week  goes  by 
but  what  some  cause  with  bona  fide  credentials  seeks 
to  enlist  me.   I'm  sure  the  same  is  true  of  you.   Come 


here,  Go  there.  Do  this.  Or  that.   And  in  its  place 
this  is  good.   But  the  home  front  is  of  even  greater 
importance  -  transmitting  the  faith,  reproducing  af- 
ter our  kind  spiritually! 

St.  Paul  knew  the  value  of  Christian  nurture.   He 
was  there  in  death  row  rather  sure  that  soon  his  flame 
would  be  snuffed  out.   As  he  reflected  back  over  the 
years  he  became  conscious  of  the  good  that  God  had 
wrought  for  him  through  Timothy,  the  young  man  on  whom 
his  mantle  would  presently  fall.   He  thanked  God  in- 
tensively both  day  and  night  for  Timothy's  unfeigned 
faith,  remembering  that  that  faith  had  belonged  in  turn 
to  Lois  and  Eunice.   Paul  was  grateful  for  a  mother  who 
told  her  daughter,  and  a  daughter  who  told  her  son. 

It  was  modest  on  Paul's  part  that  he  did  not  claim 
Timothy  for  himself.   Some  itinerant  evangelists  are 
forever  shining  up  the  trophy  case ,  taking  credit  for 
conversions  that  might  more  honestly  be  attributed  to 
the  nurture  offered  in  a  Christian  home. 

It  so  happens  that  Timothy  came  from  a  small  hick 
town  called  Lystra.   On  one  occasion  when  Paul  and 
Barnabas  were  there  they  managed  to  heal  a  man  who  was 
a  cripple.  The  crowd  surged  forward  and  wished  to  make 
them  gods.   They  wanted  Barnabas  to  be  called  Zeus  and 
Paul  Hermes.   Presently,  some  of  Paul's  enemies  infil- 
trated Lystra  and  turned  the  crowd  against  them.   Paul 
was  actually  stoned,  dragged  from  the  city,  and  left 
for  dead.   That  must  have  made  a  tremendous  impression 
on  young  Timothy.   Yet,  Paul  did  not  presume  that  that 
incident,  however  dramatic,  had  brought  this  young  man 
to  faith.   The  sincere  faith  that  he  found  in  Timothy 
dwelt  first  in  his  grandmother  Lois  and  his  mother 
Eunice.   Paul  credited  a  God-fearing  home, 


Who  will  tell  the  children?   That  is  my  question 
to  you  on  this  day  of  family  celebration.   Who  will 
tell  the  children?  We  have  a  variety  of  interests  as 
Christians  vis  a  vis  the  faith.   Some  of  us  are  seek- 
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ing  to  apply  it.   Some  of  us  are  seeking  to  express  it. 
Some  of  us  are  seeking  to  define  it.   Some  of  us  are 
seeking  to  understand  it.   Some  of  us  are  seeking  to 
structure  it.   And  some  of  us  may  be  playing  hide  and 
go  seek  with  it  —  leaving  it  now  and  then,  but  never 
for  too  long.   Yet,  while  all  of  this  goes  on,  and  in 
a  sense  must  needs  go  on,  the  question  presses  with 
insistent  urgency:  Who  will  tell  the  children?  While 
you  are  restructuring ,  while  you  are  reading  yet  an- 
other book  on  the  incarnation,  while  you  are  exploring 
ever  new  frontiers  on  your  pilgrimage ,  who  will  tell 
the  children?   God  needs  to  make  a  new  church  every 
twenty  years .   To  what  point  do  we  discuss  structure 
and  theology  and  even  social  action  if  we  neglect  the 
children  in  our  charge?   It  is  not  enough  to  fight  the 
the  wolves :   We  must  feed  the  sheep  I 

Who  will  tell  the  children?   They  won't  become 
Christians  automatically.   There  is  no  such  thing  in 
America  as  an  osmotic  Christian.   If  we  ever  believed 
in  the  myth  of  the  Christian  state,  we  can  hardly  so 
believe  any  longer.   One  can  easily  find  her  place  in 
our  society  without  finding  God. 

The  public  schools?  Hardly.   If  I  were  a  teacher 
I  would  worry  about  the  inflated  expectations  that  so- 
ciety has  of  me .   How  many  wrongs  may  teachers  be  ex- 
pected to  right?   Surely  it  is  not  proper  for  us  to 
expect  public  education  to  do  what  is  essentially  a 
parochial  task. 

Or  should  we  adopt  the  strategy  of  benign  neglect? 
Just  allow  our  children  to  come  and  go  as  they  will. 
Sitting  back,  more  or  less,  to  see  what  will  happen. 
If  you  tried  that  with  a  backyard,  refusing  to  plant 
any  seeds  at  all ,  you  would  soon  be  looking  out  upon 
an  indiscriminate  collection  of  weeds.   We  do  not  act 
thus  regarding  our  children's  diet  or  dress  or  health 
care. 


No  ■ —  the  church  will  tell  the  children  in  con- 
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junction  with  the  home.   That ' s  the  way  it  works .   The 
church  does  it  in  conjunction  with  the  home.   This  re- 
sponsibility deserves  the  highest  possible  priority  in 
the  church's  life.   It  is  high  time  we  saluted  our 
church  school  teachers,  most  of  whom  are  not  present 
here  this  morning  because  they  are  busy  telling  the 
children.   Next  Sunday  after  church  we  will  have  a 
coffee  in  their  honor  and  I  hope  that  all  of  us  will 
make  a  point  to  drop  by . 

Whether  we  now  have  children  of  our  own  in  the 
church  school,  we  owe  something  to  those  in  years  past 
who  transmitted  to  us  the  joy  and  challenge  of  the 
Christian  faith. 

Every  church  operates  on  theological  assumptions . 
In  our  Metropolitan  Missions  Study  Report  this  assump- 
tion is  listed  as  one  of  the  major  ones  for  Riverside: 
"Christian  mission  includes  evangelism,  nurture,  and 
support  within  the  Christian  community.   An  inherent 
part  of  the  Christian  mission  is  to  call  persons  to 
Christian  profession  and  discipleship.   All  Christians 
must  continue  to  be  nurtured  and  learn  to  nurture 
others .   The  support  and  nurture  of  the  congregation 
is  the  work  and  responsibility  of  the  whole  congrega- 
tion." 1 

As  Isaiah  said,  "It  is  precept  upon  precept,  pre- 
cept upon  precept,  line  upon  line,  line  upon  line,  here 
a  little,  there  a  little."  (Isa.  28:10)   It  is  not 
enough  to  appropriate  the  faith,  we  must  be  concerned 
to  transmit  the  faith  as  well. 

But  the  church  if  it  is  to  tell  the  children  must 
have  the  help  of  the  home.   We  think  we  have  it  rather 
hard  in  New  York  City  these  days .   Not  too  much  out 
there  that  would  inspire  belief  —  to  put  it  mildly. 
But  did  you  know  that  in  the  little  town  of  Lystra 
where  Timothy  grew  up  there  wasn't  even  a  Jewish  syna- 
gogue.  On  the  other  hand,  there  was  a  monstrous  pagan 
temple.   What  chance  did  a  mother  have  to  bring  up  a 
child  there  in  any  tradition  worthy  of  Yahweh  God. 
Yet,  even  in  Lystra,  where  the  odds  were  against  them, 

-  4  - 


a  mother  told  a  daughter,  and  a  daughter  told  a  son. 
Timothy's  faith  resulted. 

Home  is  where  our  preferences  and  priorities  are 
demonstrated.   I  doubt  that  there  is  a  church  school 
anywhere  that  can  offset  the  damage  of  a  crassly  ir- 
religious home .   We  have  such  a  way  of  farming  out  our 
children.   Thinking  that  they  will  learn  to  dance  at 
the  Dancing  School,  become  literate  at  the  public 
school,  and,  perhaps,  get  a  little  bit  of  God  in  the 
church.   We  send  them  out  into  a  variety  of  activities 
with  the.  home  as  the  hub  from  which  they  depart  and  to 
which  they  return.   But  that  hub  has  a  character  of  its 
own  which  is  decisive.   It  influences  what  happens 
when  the  youngsters  go  out  and  return. 

I  have  always  had  a  deep  respect  for  Bob  Gibson 
of  the  St ,  Louis  Cardinals ,  a  man  courageous  enough  to 
speak  his  mind.   Someone  asked  this  great  right-hander 
if  he  didn't  feel  that  he  had  a  responsibility  to  the 
children  of  America  to  set  a  good  example .   Gibson 
said  that  he  felt  no  responsibility  at  all.   It  was  up 
to  the  fathers  to  set  a  good  example  for  their  own  sons . 
I  agree . 

One  thinks  of  the  Scottish  father  whose  daughter 
was  taken  from  him  much  too  soon.   He  could  only  sit 
down  to  lament,  "She  never  heard  a  prayer  in  her 
father's  house  or  from  her  father's  lips.   Oh  that  she 
were  with  me  for  but  one  day  again."  John  Calvin  in 
his  typically  robust  language  asserts  that  "Domestic 
examples  are  powerful  excitements  to  urge  us  forward."  2_ 

What  I  am  talking  about  is  so  unspectacular  as 
perhaps  to  appear  boring  and  ineffectual.   Yet,  it  has 
a  power  and  dignity  of  its  own.   Once  in  a  while  when 
someone  in  the  country  is  in  a  flat-out  lazy  mood  he 
will  say,  "I'm  going  down  to  the  fields  and  watch  the 
grass  grow."   But  there  is  even  power  in  the  grass! 
"Using  the  rays  of  the  sun  as  its  source  of  energy, 
grass  synthesizes  carbon  dioxide,  water  and  minerals 
to  promote  green  growth.   In  the  process,  it  takes  pol- 
lutants from  the  air,  filters  out  dust  particles,  and 
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gives  off  oxygen  in  return.   In  fact,  actively  growing 
grass  on  a  50  by  50  foot  plot  releases  enough  oxygen 
to  meet  the  needs  of  a  family  of  four,  day  by  day."  3_ 
Think  of  it!   If  the  growing  of  grass  yields  such  bene- 
fits what  shall  we  say  of  the  growing  of  faith  in  the 
hearts  of  our  children?   "I  am  reminded  of  your  sincere 
faith,  a  faith  that  dwelt  first  in  your  grandmother 
Lois  and  your  mother  Eunice  and  now,  I  am  sure,  dwells 
in  you." 


Why  do  we  tell  the  children?  Certainly  not  to 
coerce  them  or  brainwash  them.   A  child  psychologist 
awhile  ago  gave  an  interesting  expression  to  the  pub- 
lic.  He  spoke  of  "the  pampered,  neglected  child."  4_ 
That  is  the  child  whose  every  wish  is  so  anticipated 
by  the  parents  that  the  child  develops  no  ego  of  her 
own.   It  works  like  this.   The  mother  says,  "Put  on 
your  coat,  I'm  cold."   Or,  "Eat  all  your  supper,  I'm 
hungry."   Or,  with  regard  to  religion,  "Believe  in 
God,  I'm  afraid."   Not  that! 

We  tell  the  children  because  we  want  them  to  be 
able  to  speak  their  own  "yes"  or  "no,"  that's  all. 
We  want  to  bring  them  to  know  the  memories,  hopes  and 
symbols  that  belong  to  this  family  of  God  that  we  call 
the  church. 

You  know  how  it  is  in  a  human  family.   How  we 
practice  a  shorthand  there.   Around  the  table  someone 
says,  "Remember  that  old  "58  DeSoto?"  And  all  the 
members  of  the  family  begin  to  woolgather  and  recall. 
Their  thoughts  turn  to  flat  tires  in  the  summer,  a 
trip  to  the  farm,  a  ferry  crossing.   All  one  need  say 
is  "  '58  DeSoto"  and  the  recollections  come  rushing  in 
that  help  to  hold  the  family  together.   In  some  in- 
stances the  mere  mention  of  a  little  town  along  a  lake 
will  touch  off  a  train  of  happy  vacation  thoughts. 

Sometimes  all  that  needs  to  be  said  is  "Remember 
how  grandma  passed  away?"   With  those  words  a  whole 
slice  of  life  shared  by  the  family  is  re-experienced. 
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Sometimes  the  mention  of  a  dog's  name  will  do  it*  "How 
Rex  would  have  loved  that  bone,,"  That  remark  can  sum- 
mon to  the  children's  minds  all  the  years  they  had  to- 
gether with  a  beloved  pet.  That's  what  keeps  families 
together.  The  shorthand,  the  symbols,  the  signs,  the 
gestures ,  the  code  words . 

In  a  larger  sense  that  is  what  the  content  of 
faith  is  all  about,.   We  have  as  Christians  a  body  of 
literature,  a  cast  of  characters,  a  set  of  assumptions, 
a  long  history,  a  heritage  of  liturgy  and  music.   What 
we  desire  for  these  youngsters  of  ours  is  that  they 
become  familiar  with  these  things . 

There  are  certain  properties  in  the  Bible  that 
every  youngster  ought  to  know  about;  Noah's  ark, 
Jacob's  ladder,  Solomon's  temple,  Job's  ash  pit, 
Joseph's  coat  of  many  colors,  Adam's  fig  leaves, 
Elijah's  mantle,  Judas'  thirty  pieces  of  silver, 
Pilate's  wash-basin,  Jesus'  cross.  All  of  these  are 
highly  symbolic. 

There  are  places  our  children  ought  to  know;  the 
river  Jordan,  the  brook  Jabbok,  the  garden  of  Eden, 
the  garden  of  Gethsemane,  the  Upper  Room,  the  Isle  of 
Patamos ,  the  Damascus  Road,  the  Emmaus  Road,  Mars  Hill, 
and  many  more . 

There  are  certain  moods  that  our  youngsters  ought 
to  know  from  the  history  of  the  faith;  David  dancing 
before  the  ark ,   Solomon  humble  at  the  dedication  of 
his  temple,  Jeremiah  hesitant  about  taking  on  the  work 
of  a  prophet,  Peter  in  his  cocksureness ,  Thomas  in  his 
doubt,  Gideon  with  his  courage,  Moses  with  his  anger 
at  the  idolatry  of  the  golden  calf,  Jonah  with  his  de- 
fiance -  "I  won't  go  and  tell  those  people  anything!" 


"I  am  reminded  of  your  sincere  faith,  a  faith 
that  dwelt  first  in  your  grandmother  Lois  and  your 
mother  Eunice  and  now,  I  am  sure,  dwells  in  you." 
"Lord,  Thou  hast  been  our  dwelling  place  in  all  gener- 
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ations."  (Ps.  90:1)  This  is  more  than  a  wish.  It  is 
a  distinct  possibility.  What  we  have  received  can  be 
transmitted  and  travel  down  the  years. 

The  Hebrew  people,  as  you  know,  took  great  pains 
to  transmit  their  heritage.   Some  had  the  good  fortune 
of  living  before  language  was  invented  so  that  in  the 
earliest  centuries  the  transmission  was  oral.  Mothers, 
fathers,  grandmothers,  grandfathers  had  to  sit  down 
literally  and  recount  the  works  of  God. 

The  78th  Psalm  states  the  intention:  "We  will  not 
hide  them  from  their  children,  but  tell  to  the  coming 
generation  the  glorious  deeds  of  the  Lord,  and  his 
might,  and  the  wonders  which  he  has  wrought."  (Ps.  78:4) 

It  remained  for  Isaac  Watts  to  paraphrase  that 
Psalm  and  re- cast  it  in  metrical  verse: 

"Let  children  hear  the  mighty  deeds 
Which  God  performed  of  old; 
Which  in  our  younger  years  we  saw, 
And  which  our  fathers  told. 

He  bids  us  make  His  glories  known, 
His  works  of  power  and  grace ; 
And  we'll  convey  His  wonders  down 
Through  each  succeeding  race. 

Our  lips  shall  tell  them  to  our  sons , 
And  they  again  to  theirs ; 
That  generations  yet  unborn, 
May  teach  them  to  their  heirs. 

Thus  shall  they  learn  in  God  alone , 
Their  hope  securely  stands, 
That  they  may  ne'er  forget  His  works, 
But  practice  His  commands." 


Who  will  tell  the  children?   WE  WILL  --  gladly  -- 
with  the  help  of  God. 


CLOSING  PRAYER 


Standing  as  we  do3   0  God3   between 
generations  past  and  generations 

still  to  come  --we  ask  for  fidelity 
to  both. 

Help  us  to  number  our  priorities  well  — 
and  to  spend  our  strength  and  time  on 
those   that  matter  most. 

Through  Jesus  Christ  our  Lord. 

Amen. 
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